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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY   

 
Seattle City Council Resolution 30990 requires SPU to report annually to the City Council by July 1st 
on the previous yearôs progress toward recycling goals, as well as further steps to meet goals in the 
current and upcoming years. The 2018 City of Seattle Waste Prevention & Recycling Report 
describes how the Cityôs recycling rate is calculated, provides sector-specific recycling rates for 2018, 
highlights factors impacting the various recycling rates, and provides additional background on 
Seattleôs waste prevention, reuse, and recycling programs. The four sectors that contribute to the 
Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) recycling rate include: Single-family Residential, Multifamily 
Residential, Commercial, and Self-haul. Materials generated in the Construction & Demolition (C&D) 
sector are tracked and reported separately. A separate C&D recycling rate also is calculated.  
 
Waste prevention is Seattleôs top priority in reducing the amount of waste sent to landfills. Seattleôs 
residents continue to make the shift away from generating more waste to increased waste prevention, 
showing their commitment through the decrease in the residential per capita waste generation rate, 
which has dropped to an all-time low of 2.16 pounds per person per day in 2018. The continued 
commitment of Seattleôs residents to reducing generation and doing their part to prevent waste is 
something to celebrate!  
 
Seattleôs commitment to waste prevention aligns with the state priorities of waste prevention first, 
followed by reuse, and then recycling. The Department of Ecology announced in May 2019 that they 
are changing their key metrics from tracking the state-wide recycling rate to tracking the overall waste 
generation to encourage waste prevention. At the Washington State Solid Waste Advisory Committee, 
Ecology stated that: ñFocusing on the recycling rate is not helping reach waste reduction goals. While 
recycling has many environmental benefits and remains a key part of any waste management 
strategy, waste reduction, or not producing waste in the first place, is far more impactful.ò 
 
Seattleôs recycling rate is weight-based and calculated by determining the percentage of Municipal 
Solid Waste (MSW) diverted from the landfill through reuse, recycling, and composting. The 2018 
estimated recycling rate is 56.5%, with Seattle recycling 450,500 tons of material, which is 5,958 less 
recycled tons when compared to 2017. Although Seattle recycled less tons in 2018, the Cityôs MSW 
recycling rate only decreased by half of a percentage point from the adjusted 2017 recycling rate. 
While the 2018 estimated recycling rate dropped slightly, Seattle still managed to generate 3,558 less 
total tons of MSW in 2018, as compared to 2017. This is good news when considered in the context of 
the continued population growth and strong economic activity. Seattleôs population has grown by over 
121,000 new residents since 2010.  
 
The reasons for the slight decrease in Seattleôs 2018 recycling rate are not definitively clear. We know 
that an adjustment in how Seattle calculates the amount of organic materials diverted from residential 
households through on-site or backyard composting resulted in a downward recalculation of the 
tonnage attributed to Single-family Residential recycling contributed to the overall reduction. We also 
speculate that a combination of the following factors may have contributed to the decrease, but 
Seattle will need to do additional research over the coming year to verify: 

¶ Light-weighting of recyclables may have resulted in the overall weight of recyclables to decrease 
though the volume of materials being diverted remained the same or increased.  

¶ Improved messaging throughout 2018 on how to properly recycle may have increased disposal 
tonnage as a result of residents correctly disposing of non-recyclable items in the trash ï following 
the mantra of ñWhen in doubt, throw it out.ò 

¶ Media coverage of Chinaôs restrictions on accepting mixed waste paper and mixed plastics and 
the landfilling of these materials by some jurisdictions may have impacted customersô perception 
of recycling and depressed Seattleôs recycling participation levels.  
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The good news is that the impacts of Chinaôs restrictions on recyclable materials and the fluctuating 
markets had minimal impact on Seattleôs 2018 recycling rate. Seattle, unlike other municipalities, was 
able to adapt quickly to the impacts of fluctuating markets and none of our recyclable materials were 
landfilled. Unfortunately, other jurisdictions around the country, including some in Washington State, 
have had to landfill recyclables. Seattle was also uniquely positioned to improve the quality and 
marketability of collected recyclables by adapting its communications strategies and implementing an 
innovative educational campaign that improved messaging on what is and isnôt actually recyclable. 
Finally, some of these impacts were offset by growth in the recovery of organics, specifically food 
waste in the commercial sector.      
 

20 18 HIGHLIGHTS  

While there have been many challenges presented in 2018, there continues to be news to celebrate: 

¶ Seattleôs 2018 recycling rate dropped less than half a percentage point from 2017 despite the 
drastic changes in recyclable material markets and customer perceptions of what is recyclable. 

¶ The overall waste generation rate, which includes garbage, recycling, and composting, dropped by 
0.4% over the previous year, even though population continues to increase, housing continues to 
shift away from single-family to multifamily, and economic activity remains strong.  

¶ The residential per capita waste generation rate (i.e., pounds of waste per person per day 
generated) is at an all-time low of 2.16 pounds. 

¶ The residential per capita disposal (i.e., materials going to landfill) has maintained at the all-time 
low of 0.81 pounds per person per day.  

¶ The benefits of waste prevention and product stewardship programs continue to be realized. 

¶ Disposal is not increasing at a rate that would be expected with Seattleôs continued population 
growth and economic activity, with disposal only increasing by 2,400 tons, a 0.7% increase. 

¶ The impacts of China Blue Skies and fluctuating international recycling markets were minimized 
by Seattleôs ability to respond quickly, resulting in none of Seattleôs recyclable materials collected 
for recycling needing to be landfilled and all of the materials being recycled. 

¶ Seattle retail food businesses and food manufacturing businesses diverted 18,000 tons of food 
wastes to animal feed and donated over 3,500 tons of safe, nutritious, and edible food to local 
agencies addressing food insecurity in Seattle. 

 

NEXT STEPS  

Seattle continues to step up to the challenges presented, serving as a nationwide leader in the solid 
waste industry to encourage innovation and change, and customers are doing their part to reduce the 
waste they generate every day. However, Seattle has much more to do to achieve its recycling goals 
and continue its progress toward preventing waste. Some of the next steps include: 

¶ Working with regional partners to target contamination and improve the quality of recyclables.  

¶ Working with State and Industry leaders to expand and improve domestic markets for recyclables.  

¶ Expanding outreach and educational efforts regarding how to properly recycle and compost 
through direct mailings, online tools, community outreach, and targeted recycling campaigns. 

¶ Working closely with property owners and managers to increase accessibility to recycling and 
composting in both multifamily and commercial buildings.  

¶ Expanding programs for food rescue of safe, nutritious, and edible food. 

¶ Assisting in the development of programs that divert inedible food waste to businesses that 
recycle it into animal feed or transform it into energy through anaerobic digestion and other 
conversion technologies. 

¶ Coordinating recycling and composting messaging to ensure customers across all sectors receive 
consistent messages that are culturally relevant regarding responsible recycling, waste 
prevention, and composting at home, work, school, and out in the community. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 
The 2018 City of Seattle Waste Prevention & Recycling Report 
describes how the Cityôs recycling rate is calculated and 
provides overviews of Seattleôs waste prevention, reuse, and 
recycling programs. 
  
This Report also provides information on factors that impact the 
amount of waste generated, recycled, composted, and disposed 
of for each of the four primary Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) 
sectors: Single-family Residential, Multifamily Residential, 
Commercial, and Self-haul.  
 
This Report highlights Seattleôs waste prevention and product 
stewardship efforts, progress in achieving its city-wide recycling 
goal of 70%, and includes the progress on achieving individual 
recycling goals for each sector of Seattleôs MSW stream. Also 
included is information on future activities for each sector that 
will help Seattle reach the sector-specific recycling goals and 
the overarching city-
wide recycling goal, 
and highlights of 
Seattleôs waste 
prevention, product 
stewardship, and 
social equity work, 
which play a critical 
part in any future 
success. 
 
This Report concludes with Seattleôs progress on reaching the 
recycling goal for Construction and Demolition (C&D) materials.  
 

SCOPE OF THE REPORT 
 

Background on the Reycling Rate (pg. 5) 
This section includes background on how the 
Cityôs weight-based recycling rate is calculated, 
definitions, and factors that impact waste 
generation, recycling, and disposal rates in the 

City, including the impacts of population and economic growth. 
 
This section also provides information on the Cityôs overall 
recycling rate, the overall performance of the combined 
residential recycling rate, and the amount of waste generated, 
recycled, composted, and disposed.  

ANNUAL  

WASTE 

PREVENTION & 

RECYCLING  

REPORT 

BACKGROUND  

 
2007 Seattle City Council 
Resolution 30990 
requires SPU to report to 
the City Council by July 
1st of each year on the 
previous yearôs progress 
toward recycling goals, as 
well as further steps to 
meet goals in the current 
and upcoming years. 
 
Resolution 30990 also set 
Seattleôs recycling goal to 
reach 60% recycling of 
Municipal Solid Waste 
(MSW) by the year 2012, 
and 70% by 2025.  
 
In February 2013, the 
City Council adopted 
revised recycling goals by 
adopting ñSeattleôs Solid 
Waste Plan 2011 
Revision.ò The revised 
goals for MSW are to 
recycle 60% by 2015, and 
70% by 2022. In addition, 
Seattle set a goal to 
recycle 70% of 
construction and 
demolition debris by the 
year 2020. 
 
This is the twelfth City of 
Seattle Annual Report.  
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Single-family Residential (pg. 11)  
This section provides information on the amount of waste 
generated, recycled, and disposed of in the Single-family 
Residential sector and includes 2018 program highlights. 
 

Multifamily Residential (pg. 14) 
This section provides information on the amount of waste 
generated, recycled, and disposed of in the Multifamily 
Residential sector and includes 2018 program highlights. 
 

Commercial (pg. 17) 
This section includes information on the amount of waste 
generated, recycled, and disposed of by Commercial 
businesses and includes 2018 program highlights.   
 

Self-haul and Transfer Stations (pg. 20) 
This section covers material delivered (or ñself-hauledò) to 
the Cityôs two transfer stations, excluding material delivered 
by the Cityôs contracted collection haulers. Information is 
included regarding the amount of waste generated, recycled, 
and disposed of by self-haulers, along with 2018 program 
highlights. 
 

Waste Prevention and Product Stewardship (pg. 25) 
This section covers Seattleôs waste prevention programs, 
which are designed to reduce the amount of waste generated 
and toxics in manufactured products. It also covers product 
stewardship programs that engage producers of products and 
packaging to reduce waste through improvements in design and labeling 
and by taking responsibility for financing the collection and processing of 
their own products. These programs often include reduction, reuse, and 
recycling elements. 
 
This section also describes how the City quantifies the impact that waste 
prevention and product stewardship programs have on waste generation, 
reuse, and recycling, acknowledging the difficulty in measuring what isnôt 
produced.     
 

Construction and Demolition Debris (pg. 31) 
This section provides an overview of Construction and 
Demolition (C&D) debris, which are typically self-hauled by 
construction or demolition contractors, a third-party drop box 
service, or dump trucks to private recycling facilities or 
private transfer stations for disposal. C&D materials are not considered 
MSW and are not included in how Seattle calculates the overall MSW 
recycling rate.  
 
NOTE: 2018 Waste Prevention & Recycling Report Tonnage Data is 
included as Attachment A (beginning on pg. 35) and a Letter from SPUôs 
Solid Waste Advisory Committee is included as Attachment B (pg. 45).  

  

SECTOR-
SPECIFIC 

RECYCLING 
GOALS  

By 2022 

 
City-wide = 70% 

 
Single-family 

Residential = 83% 

 
Multifamily 

Residential = 54% 

 
Commercial = 75% 

 
Self-Haul = 46% 

 

By 2020 

 
Construction and 

Demolition Debris = 
70% 
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BACKGROUND ON THE  RECYCLING RATE  

 
Seattleôs recycling rate is based on the weight of materials and is 
calculated by determining the percentage of Municipal Solid 
Waste (MSW) diverted from the landfill by reuse, recycling, and 
composting. Seattleôs MSW includes:  

¶ All garbage, recycling, and composting (e.g., yard waste, food 
waste, and compostable paper/packaging) residents and 
businesses set out for collection;  

¶ All garbage, recycling, and composting self-hauled to the 
Cityôs two transfer stations; and, 

¶ Composting managed on-site by Seattle residents. 
 

TAKE A CLOSER LOOK 
The per capita waste generation rate (i.e., pounds of waste per person per day 
generated) in the combined Single-family and Multifamily Residential sectors has 
decreased, dropping from the peak of 2.74 pounds per person per day in 2007 to a low 
of 2.16 pounds per person per day in 2018. Thatôs a 21% reduction over the last decade, 

and a continued drop from 2017ôs low of 2.23 pounds per person per day! 
 

DEFINITIONS: 
¶ Solid Waste ï A combination of materials that have traditionally been collected for disposal at a 
landfill (i.e., garbage), as well as recycling and composting.  

¶ Recycling ï A combination of materials that have been placed in a recycling container, collected, 
sorted, processed, and shipped to an end-user, who uses the materials as feedstock in the 
production of new products. Recycling includes bottles, cans, plastic containers, packaging, 
metals, clothing, cardboard, newspaper, and several categories of paper. 

¶ Reuse ï Includes items that have been reused or donated for others to use. 

¶ Composting ï Includes yard waste, food waste, and compostable paper/packaging.  

¶ Rescued or Recovered Food ï Includes food that has been retrieved mostly from food industry 
businesses and donated to local organizations, feeding people in need. 

¶ Construction and Demolition (C&D) Debris ï Includes debris and waste materials from 
construction, demolition, and land clearing activities. 
 

MATERIALS NOT INCLUDED IN CALCULATING RECYCLING RATES 
The MSW recycling rate excludes the vast majority of C&D debris, along with special wastes, such as 

Moderate Risk Waste (MRW), which includes Household Hazardous Wastes (HHW) like garden 
pesticides, and Small Quantity Generator Waste (SQGW) like 
solvents used at small businesses. The Hazardous Waste 
Management Program (HWMP) manages Seattleôs MRW. The 
HWMP is a joint program supported and implemented by Seattle, 
King County, Public Health - Seattle and King County, and the 
Sound Cities Association.  
 
In addition, the recycling goal does not include other special 
categories of waste such as: biomedical wastes, biosolids, 
asbestos, petroleum contaminated soils, scrap yard metals, and 
dangerous waste (generally industrial), which state regulations 
exclude from MSW. 

Seattle Municipal Code prohibits 
disposal of HHW and SQGW in the 
garbage. Some HHW and MRW is 
reused or recycled. Reused or recycled 
HHW and MRW wastes would typically 
be included in calculating Seattleôs 
recycling rate, but collection data is not 
available for the amounts of materials 
that are reused or recycled by Seattle 
residents, as data for HHW and MRW 
are only tracked on a regional level. 
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WHAT COUNTS? 
Seattle counts only what is actually recycled, 
composted, or reused and not just ñdivertedò from 
landfills. 
 
If materials have historically not been landfilled or are not 
recycled or converted into another product for use, Seattle 
doesnôt count it towards its recycling rate.  
 
Recycling from automobile wrecking are excluded from Seattleôs 
recycling rate calculations because they never enter Seattleôs 
MSW or C&D systems. Other items that are diverted from the 
landfill, such as car tires, are also excluded from the recycling 
rate calculations, as most used car tires are not recycled or 
reused but used as a source of fuel. Seattle also excludes 
materials that other municipalities may consider recycled such as 
those used for ñbeneficial use,ò which includes waste materials 
used to cover garbage at the landfill, commonly known as 
Alternative Daily Cover.  
 
C&D materials are also not considered MSW and are not 
included in how Seattle calculates the Cityôs overall recycling rate. 
C&D materials have a separate recycling goal of 70% by 2020, as 
mandated by the City Council. 
 

SUCCESSFULLY MANAGING CHANGE 
 

Growth in Population and Economic Activity  
Waste generation rates are influenced by changes in population 
and economic activity, typically increasing with population or 
economic growth and decreasing when population decreases or 
economic activity slows. In late 2007, Seattle was impacted by 
the ñGreat Recession,ò which resulted in a significant reduction in 
the amount of waste generated in Seattle. By 2009, as economic 
activity was continuing to slow across the nation, Seattle was 
beginning to experience some of the fastest population growth in 
its history. Since 2010, Seattle has gained approximately 121,000 
new residents. This population boom is partly due to Seattle 
being home to some of the fastest growing companies in the 
nation. Many of these new residents are unfamiliar with Seattleôs 
recycling programs and require education and training on how to 
recycle properly. However, the impacts of growth in population 
and economic activity has been lessened by broad participation in 
waste prevention and food waste diversion programs.  
 

Container Light-weighting 
Packaging materials are constantly changing. Plastic and 
aluminum containers have continued to become lighter due to 
improved design and engineering, which impacts a weight-based 
recycling rate. ñLight-weightingò of containers can result in 
decreasing recycling rates even when volumes and the individual 
number of containers in a ton of recyclables have increased.  

 

~121,000 new 
residents since 2010 

 

 
Significant economic 

activity 
 

 
Over 18,000 tons of 

Food Waste 
Diverted and 3,500 

tons of Food 
Rescued  

 

 
Numerous factors 

contribute to a slight 
decline in recycling 

rates   

FACTORS THAT IMPACT  
2018 RECYCLING RATES 
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TAKE A CLOSER LOOK 
As containers continue to get lighter, Seattle must recover significantly more each year 
in order to recycle the same weight of materials as recycled the previous year.  
 

Housing Shifts 
Seattleôs recent population growth has caused a significant shift from single-family to multifamily 
residential units. In 2018, Seattleôs housing market included about 180,000 multifamily units and even 
more are under construction. Traditionally, multifamily residential units experience service barriers that 
impact recycling programs, mainly because garbage and recycling services are provided by 
dumpsters instead of carts or cans commonly used in single-family collection services. Dumpsters 
require additional space in an already tight space and are often not located conveniently to residents, 
which limits participation levels in recycling and composting programs. Multifamily buildings also 
experience higher levels of recycling contamination for a variety of reasons, including lack of space for 
and ability to conveniently site recycling and composting containers.    
 

Demographics 
Seattle residents embrace our cultural diversity and SPU recognizes that eliminating racial, social, 
and cultural barriers are vital to reaching waste prevention and recycling goals. Seattle has adopted 
service equity goals to ensure waste prevention and recycling goals are met by working together as a 
community. Service equity seeks to provide all residents with equal access to City programs and with 
educational and outreach information in several languages. SPUôs goal is to provide educational and 
outreach services including materials that are not only translated into several languages, but 
ñtranscreatedò so that they are culturally relevant to each member of our diverse community, 
encouraging increased waste prevention, reuse, and recycling. In addition, as people move to Seattle 
from locations with different recycling programs, education on how to recycle correctly is critical. 
 

IMPROVING RECYCLING RATE CALCULATIONS 
Seattleôs solid waste (i.e., garbage, recycling, and compost) collection systems are 
complex and calculating the recycling rate for specific sectors involves the collection of 
data from businesses, contractors, and non-governmental entities that are required to 
self-report what they collect for recycling. Seattle is continually improving the process 

used to collect and analyze the data collected and calculate the recycling rates for each sector and 
overall. This includes working closely with local recycling and reuse service providers to help them 
better calculate their own recycling and reuse rates. While great efforts are taken to ensure complete 
reporting, prevent double counting, and ensure materials are correctly assigned to the appropriate 
sector, there is always the possibility that adjustments will need to be made to more accurately reflect 
the true recycling rate for each sector. When new data is brought to the Cityôs attention, it may result 
in going back to update previously reported totals and rates calculated based on those totals. The City 
is constantly striving to improve the quality of the data it reports, but it is important to keep in mind that 
totals and rates reported are estimates based on the understanding of the data available at the time.  
 

Homelessness  
Seattle continued responding to the needs of homeless individuals 
living outdoors. The 2018 homelessness response included collecting 
over 1,000 tons of material from unsanctioned homeless encampments 
throughout the City. The waste from the city-wide homelessness 
response was applied to the Self-haul sector totals and accounted for 
~1% of the Cityôs Self-haul waste disposed. Approximately 20 
unsanctioned encampments in the City were provided direct collection 
of their garbage. Recycling services are unable to be offered due to the 
risks associated with contamination from hazardous and bio-wastes. 
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Markets for Recyclables and Chinaôs Operation Blue Skies  
Seattle, as well as communities throughout the world, continues to face significant challenges from 
changes and limits in international markets for recyclables, most notably with Chinaôs import 
restrictions on mixed waste paper and mixed plastics. Although Chinaôs restrictions impacted Seattle, 
the impact was not as drastic on Seattleôs recycling programs as it was for other cities throughout the 
nation. This is because Seattleôs processing and marketing contracts for recyclables have been 
designed to allow Seattle to quickly respond to drastic market changes and ensure what is collected 
for recycling is actually recycled and not landfilled. Under the terms of the Cityôs processing contract, 
Seattle receives full market value of the recyclables each month. This revenue sharing arrangement 
allows Seattle to gain or lose revenue based on fluctuations in the markets and allows Seattle to 
quickly respond to volatile recycling markets and not resort to landfilling lesser valued recyclables like 
other cities were forced to do. The Cityôs ownership of ñmarket riskò protects Seattle from contractor 
appeals or protests, as neighboring Cities faced due to recent market fluctuations.   
 
Seattleôs recyclables are currently 
processed and marketed through 
a sorting contract with Republic 
Services that requires Republic to 
broker the recyclables to the most 
profitable market, whether 
international or domestic. In 
2018, approximately two-thirds of Seattleôs recycled materials were processed domestically and a 
third internationally. Republic engaged with domestic markets for all glass bottles and jars, all metals 
and cans, and about half of the Cityôs waste paper. As a response to Chinaôs ban on mixed plastics, 
Republic was able to secure domestic processing of its mixed plastics at a Northwest processing 
facility. Seattle was also able to secure new domestic markets for some grades of waste paper.  
 
Seattle continues to work with Republic to further identify domestic processing opportunities and 
markets for both mixed waste paper and mixed plastics, but continues to use both domestic and 
international markets for its higher valued recyclables. For example, source separated plastics with a 
higher value, such as bottles, milk jugs, and other packaging is marketed using both domestic and 
international markets, depending on which market is most profitable. Republic also ships some grades 
of waste paper and higher value source separated plastics to a variety of Asian ports for processing. 
The exact country or destination for some grades of waste paper and higher valued source separated 
plastics changes monthly, depending on available shipping and markets. 
 
China continues to directly receive and process some cardboard from U.S. cities, but they have been 
receiving little mixed waste paper directly from U.S. sorting facilities. China is still a major purchaser of 
waste paper and plastics, since they need it as feedstock to their manufacturing processes; however, 
they currently receive and process much of their waste paper and source separated plastics after it 
has been initially processed in other Asian cities.  
 
Although Seattle managed to avoid landfilling recyclables like other cities, Seattleôs overall MSW 
recycling rate experienced a slight drop of less than half a percentage point. While not definitively 
known, it is thought that the media attention given to Chinaôs restrictions on receiving recyclable 
materials and other citiesô cutting of their recycling programs or landfilling recyclable materials may 
have negatively impacted recycling here in Seattle. Such media coverage may have given Seattleôs 
customers the impression that Seattleôs recyclables were being sent to the landfill, when in fact, 
Seattle was one of the only cities to avoid sending recyclables to the landfill because of its innovative 
processing contract. By planning for future and potential market fluctuations, Seattle was able to 
quickly respond to Chinaôs restrictions and secure new domestic and alternative international markets 
for its recyclables.    
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Overall MSW  Recycling Rate  

 
Seattle recycled 450,500 tons of material in 2018, a decrease of 5,958 tons of material from 2017 (a 
1.3% reduction). Overall disposal increased in 2018 by 2,400 tons over 2017 (a 0.7% increase), and 
overall MSW generation decreased in 2018 by 3,558 tons (a 0.4% decrease). As a result, the Cityôs 
MSW recycling rate decreased from 57% in 2017 to 56.5% in 2018 (less than half percentage point 
drop before rounding). The reasons for the slight decrease in Seattleôs 2018 recycling rate are not 
definitively clear. We know that an adjustment in how Seattle calculates the amount of organic 
materials diverted from residential households through on-site or backyard composting resulted in a 
downward recalculation of the tonnage attributed to Single-family Residential recycling contributed to 
the overall reduction. We also speculate that a combination of the following factors may have 
contributed to the decrease, but Seattle will need to do additional research over the coming year to 
verify: 

¶ Light-weighting of recyclables may have resulted in the overall weight of recyclables to decrease 
though the volume of materials being diverted remained the same or increased.  

¶ Improved messaging throughout 2018 on how to properly recycle may have increased disposal 
tonnage as a result of residents correctly disposing of non-recyclable items in the trash ï following 
the mantra of ñWhen in doubt, throw it out.ò 

¶ Media coverage of Chinaôs restrictions on accepting mixed waste paper and mixed plastics and 
the landfilling of these materials by some jurisdictions may have impacted customersô perception 
of recycling and depressed Seattleôs recycling participation levels. 

 
Figure 1 below combines data from all MSW sectors and shows that despite significant population 
and economic growth over the last ten years, as well as the negative media regarding Chinaôs 
restrictions on importing recyclables and the impact that may have had on customer recycling habits, 
Seattle still generated less waste in 2018.   
 

2000-2018 OVERALL MSW TONS 
TOTAL WASTE GENERATION, RECYCLING, AND DISPOSAL 

FIGURE  1 
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TAKE A CLOSER LOOK 
Developments in 2018 pointed to the need for regional cooperation and actions to achieve 
a sustainable and responsible recycling system. King County, with assistance from 
Seattle, formed the Responsible Recycling Task Force (RRTF) to conduct a deep dive into 

impacts and opportunities and develop recommendations. The RRTF met throughout 2018 and 
published its findings and recommendations in January 2019, which includes recommended policy 
and programmatic changes, such as legislating packaging stewardship, developing local 
infrastructure, harmonizing recycling programs, and increasing demand for recycled materials. The 
RRTF Final Report can be viewed at https://kingcounty.gov/depts/dnrp/solid-waste/about/advisory-
committees/recycling-task-force.aspx.  
 
Figure 2 compares Seattleôs combined single-family and multifamily residential population growth to 
the amount of waste generated, recycled, and disposed of from 2000 through 2018 in these two 
residential sectors. Seattleôs substantial growth in population and development activities has not 
resulted in a significant increase in either the waste generation or disposed tons. Seattleôs Residential 
per capita waste generation rate declined to 2.16 pounds per person per day ï one of the lowest rates 
in the country. Seattleôs combined residential recycling rate has risen over this time period from 48% 
in 2000 to 63% in 2018, despite a 30% increase in the population, new residents moving from areas 
that have different recycling programs, and an ever-increasing share of households living in the 
Multifamily sector. While the overall residential recycling rate has dropped a bit (down 1%) over the 
last year, this drop is primarily associated with an adjustment in how Seattle calculates the amount of 
organic materials diverted from residential households through on-site or backyard composting. This 
adjustment resulted in a downward recalculation of the tonnage attributed to Single-family Residential 
sector recycling (2,500 tons). It may also be related to other factors, such as residentsô perception of 
what is recyclable as a result of negative media coverage of the impacts of Chinaôs restrictions on 
recyclables. 
 

2000-2018 OVERVIEW OF POPULATION GROWTH AND RESIDENTIAL  
WASTE GENERATION, RECYCLING, AND DISPOSAL TONS 

 

FIGURE  2 
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Single-family 
Residential 

 
The Single-family (SF) Residential sector are households with can or cart service 
(as opposed to dumpsters). The majority of households are SF dwellings but also 
include duplex to 4-plex dwellings. SF Residential customers set out garbage, 
recycling, and food and yard waste for collection. A number of households compost 
some yard and food waste themselves on-site.  

 
SINGLE-FAMILY RESIDENTIAL TONS 

WASTE GENERATION, RECYCLING, AND DISPOSAL 
 

FIGURE  3 

 
The 2018 SF recycling rate decreased by less than one percentage point from 
73.5% in 2017 to 72.6% in 2018. SF residents recycled 4,604 less tons in 2018 
than in 2017. This reduction can be attributed to an overcalculation of the tons 
diverted through backyard composting. On-site composting data is gathered 
through the Home Organics Survey, completed every 5 years. In February 2018, 
the survey results showed that fewer SF customers are composting their own 
organics on-site than previously projected. For 2018, backyard composting was 
actually 2,500 tons less than anticipated. Other factors, such as the light-weighting 
of recyclables and customersô perceptions of recycling due to the media coverage 
of Chinaôs restrictions depressing recycling participation levels, may have also 
played into the decrease in the SF recycling rate. Seattleôs improved messaging 
throughout 2018 on how to recycle correctly also may have increased disposal 
tonnage as a result of residents properly disposing of non-recyclable items in the 
trash ï following the mantra of ñWhen in doubt, throw it out.ò  
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2018 PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS ï SINGLE-FAMILY  
 

 
 Community Outreach and Education 
Outreach for SF residents focuses on meeting people where they are. Being 
out in communities allowed greater interaction and easier access to the latest 
customer information. SPU reached over 9,000 residents at 25+ community 
events including: Umoja Fest, Pride Fest, Fiestas Patrias, farmers markets, 
and local grocery stores. 

 
Compost Giveaways  
In their 5th year, these events connect food waste 
composting at home with the creation of compost by 
giving customers compost made from their food and 

yard waste. Done in partnership with community organizations, the three 
events gave back over 180 cubic yards of compost to 350 households of 600+ 
individuals. These events help close the organics recycling loop by turning 
valuable organics into soil nutrients for Seattle gardens. 

 
Recycling and Reuse Events  
SPU partners with contractors Waste Management and Recology to host 
community collection events to provide customers with ways to bring harder to 
recycle items and useable materials for reuse. This year events were held in 
Chinatown/International District, Wallingford, Wedgewood, West Seattle 
Junction, Central District, and Rainier Valley. The reuse events collected 
appliances, reusable household goods, batteries, electronics, and styrene foam 
from over 600 households 

 
Distribution of Solid Waste Information 
To keep customers informed about current solid waste efforts and sorting guidelines, all ~150,000 SF 
households received: 

¶ An Annual Collection Calendar with the updated sorting guidelines, information on how to deal 
with harder to recycle items, and information on how to properly dispose of bulky items. 

¶ The 2018 Curbwaste & Conserve Newsletter, which was mailed in the Spring and Fall to all single 
family and multifamily households highlighted recycling, composting, and 
waste prevention programs.  

 

Recycle It App Lauched for Mobile Devices 
The Recycle It app launched in late 2018. It is a quick and convenient way for 
customers to get common solid waste service needs met, such as requesting 
notifications concerning their collection day the night before, so they wonôt miss 
a recycling day. Customers can also report common service issues through 
SPUôs online webforms and get answers to recycling and disposal questions on 
the Where Does it Go tool. The ap is available for Apple and Android devices.   
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REACHING THE 2022 RECYCLING GOAL 
The SF sector must increase recycling by slightly over ten percentage points to achieve the sector-
specific recycling rate goal of 83% by 2022. This is challenging given the changing markets for 
recyclables, customer perceptions of changes to the recycling industry, and the increasing cost of 
diverting the more difficult materials. However, as mentioned in the highlights above, outreach and 
education efforts are focused on increasing recycling. SPU is committed to the actions listed below to 
help achieve the SF sector recycling goal by 2022.  
 

IN 2019, SEATTLE WILL: 
 
¶ Provide information on recycling and composting guidelines through a variety of vehicles, 
including direct mailings, online tools, community outreach, and a targeted recycling campaign. 

¶ Create consistent messaging on waste prevention, recycling, and composting that will reach all 
customers in an equitable and culturally relevant way.  

¶ Continue to partner with community groups to increase residentsô ability to recycle and compost 
more materials through recycling and reuse events. 

¶ Finalize transcreation of recycle, compost, and garbage guidelines into Chinese and Spanish. 

¶ Focus on SF customers increasing the diversion of organics from the landfill by composting more 
yard waste, food waste, and compostable paper and packaging 

¶ Raise customer awareness around contamination and how to Recycle correctly to ensure the 
materials that are put into the recycling cart can ultimately be recycled.  

¶ Emphasize the expansion of participation in waste prevention programs, specifically food waste 
prevention and food rescue programs. 

¶ Continue to monitor domestic and international markets for recyclables and work to secure 
sustainable markets for recyclables.  

¶ Work with King County, Department of Ecology, other jurisdictions, and stakeholders to further 
develop local and domestic recycling markets to mitigate market impacts and disruptions caused 
by Chinaôs Operation Blue Skies. 

¶ Work with other stakeholders to begin the process to plan, site, and permit new recycling 
processing facilities to expand domestic processing of recyclables.  
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Multifamily 
Residential 

 
The Multifamily (MF) Residential sector includes apartment and condominium 
buildings. These buildings normally use dumpsters for garbage and generally 
have five or more housing units. Materials collected include garbage, recycling, 
and composting (i.e., yard waste, food waste, and compostable paper and 
packaging). To improve the MF recycling rate, Seattle continues to work to 
identify and remove recycling and composting participation barriers, such as 
collection containers that are inconveniently located, constraints in common 
areas that donôt allow enough space for recycling and composting containers, 
and living areas that create space constraints for sorting of recycling and food 
waste inside the apartment units. To address the recycling and composting 
infrastructure barriers experienced by many MF buildings, Seattle continues to 
provide residents and building managers with the tools and information 
necessary to improve residentsô accessibility to recycling and composting.  
 

MULTIFAMILY RESIDENTIAL TONS 
WASTE GENERATION, RECYCLING, AND DISPOSAL 

 

FIGURE  4 

 
In 2018, recycling in the MF sector generation increased by 1,095 tons, with 
disposal contributing 987 tons to that increase, leading to an overall decline in 
the recycling rate of 0.4% (from 36.8% in 2017 to 36.4% in 2018). The overall 
waste generation in the MF sector increased by 1.4% while the number of 
residents living in MF residential buildings has been increasing at a much 
faster pace. For example, the number of Seattle residents living in MF 
buildings increased by 5% between 2016 and 2017 according to the American 
Community Survey 5-year Estimate. It is assumed that some of the factors 
impacting the Single-family recycling rate also impacted the MF recycling rate.  
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2018 PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS ï MULTIFAMILY  
 

 
 Culturally Relevant Outreach and Education  
SPU expanded the scope and reach of the MF recycling programs 
through innovative multi-lingual and multi-cultural education and 
outreach programs that reached customers in an equitable and 
inclusive manner. The Cityôs MF outreach team provided education 
and outreach information in many different languages and educational 
materials were designed to reach Seattleôs diverse communities in a 
culturally relevant manner.  
 

Tailored Technical Assistance  
SPU provided technical assistance on recycling services and 
container placement to 414 apartment and condo buildings, 
serving 58,568 households. It also delivered 10,645 free kitchen 
food scrap containers to MF residents and conducted resident 
trainings at 75 apartment buildings or community sites, where 
3,424 residents were trained. In addition, 27 of these trainings 
were multilingual, where 590 residents were trained in a 
language other than English. The SPU MF team responded to 
987 recycling education messages and calls and supported 529 
buildings with recycling and composting information and 
signage. 

  

Reaching Customers 
SPU reached out to all 7,184 MF accounts in 2018 with a direct 
mailing about waste reduction tools and resources, in addition to 
providing recycling and composting guidelines to all 180,000 MF 
households. In addition, the Recycle It app for mobile devices on the 
Apple and Android platforms provides a way for customers to get 
their most common solid waste recycling and disposal questions 
answered via the Where Does it Go tool.  
 

 

 TAKE A CLOSER LOOK 
SPU partners with Architects and developers during 
the building design phase of future MF residential 
buildings to ensure recycling, composting, and solid 

waste services are integrated into the buildingôs design. Partnering 
with and educating architects and developers early in the design 
and development process is one of the direct ways SPU works to 
increase the amount of food waste and recyclables captured from 
new buildings by making sure new developments not only meet 
municipal code requirements but that recycling, composting, and 
solid waste services have been thought out and are accessible 
and easy for residents to use. SPU also partners with SDCI to 
review plans for commercial developments to ensure recycling 
services are also integrated into the design and function of new 
commercial developments.   
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REACHING THE 2022 RECYCLING GOAL 

The MF sector needs over a seventeen percentage point increase to achieve its sector-specific 
recycling goal of 54% by 2022. As Seattleôs population and number of MF residential buildings 
increase, new buildings must be designed to include recycling and composting systems that are 
convenient to residents. Also, existing MF buildings that experience service barriers and constraints 
must also be modified or adapted to improve convenience and address accessibility issues.  
 
SPU will continue its efforts in recycling and waste prevention by training residents in a way that is 
culturally relevant and providing the necessary tools to divert recyclables and food waste from the 
garbage. In addition, SPU will use solid waste metrics that were designed to track baseline building 
information to target outreach efforts and to assess building performance. SPU is committed to the 
following actions.  

 

IN 2019, SEATTLE WILL: 
 
¶ Develop easy-to-us tools to help educate property owners and managers on how to lower garbage 
collection costs by recycling and composting more. 

¶ Assist property owners and managers on where to place recycling and composting containers to 
improve residentsô access and improve participation. 

¶ Use metrics to improve educational and outreach efforts. 

¶ Increase awareness of the impact and cost of food waste and promote strategies for residents to 
improve food storage to prevent wasted food.  

¶ Expand efforts to reach more residents with on-site educational information in several languages, 
increasing cultural relevance. 

¶ Transcreate educational materials into several languages. 

¶ Provide property owners and managers with transcreated information to increase participation in 
recycling and composting programs.  

¶ Work with architects, designers, and planning agencies to ensure MF buildings are designed to 
include easy to use and accessible recycling and composting systems.  

¶ Continue to monitor domestic and international markets for recyclables and work to secure 
sustainable markets for recyclables.  

¶ Work with King County, Department of Ecology, other jurisdictions and stakeholders to further 
develop local recycling markets to mitigate market impacts and disruptions caused by Chinaôs 
Operation Blue Skies. 

¶ Work with other stakeholders to begin the process to plan, site, and permit new recycling 
processing facilities to expand domestic processing of recyclables.   

 
 
 


